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Introduction

'Purely theoretical and knowledge-based education does not meet all the needs of employers and means have to be found to deliver and assess relevant competencies
and capabilities where and when they are needed by the most appropriate means available' (International Federation of Accountants (IFAC), 2003a, p.124-125) .
This quotation emphasises the role professional accounting educators have to deliver an educational programme which develops competences relevant to the 21 st century (Diamond, 2005) . It also emphasises the need to assess these competences to determine whether or not an individual is deemed competent to practice as a professional qualified accountant (Gonczi, 1992; Eraut, 1994; Jeans, 2002; IFAC, 2004b; POBA, 2005) .
It is widely acknowledged that the diversity of work that qualified accountants perform today has increased (AAA, 1998; Albrecht and Sack, 2000; Elliot and Jacobson, 2002; Howieson, 2003) .
This has impacted on the competency requirements of a newly qualified accountant, as evidenced by International Education Standards (IES) 2, 3 and 4 (IFAC, 2003a) . Hence, any accounting educational process needs to develop the requisite knowledge, skills, abilities and attitudes (Jarvis, 1983 ) within a context of realistic professional tasks (Hagar et al., 1994) which are transportable within a constantly changing environment (Matthews and Candy, 1999; Albrecht and Sack, 2000; Lysaght and Altschuld, 2000; Raelin, 2000; Helliar and Bebbington, 2005; McPhail, 2006) .
Despite a growing intent to secure greater harmony across various national professional educational domains (Humphrey, 2005) there are currently several routes to becoming a professionally qualified accountant, which vary quite significantly dependent on institution and country (FEE, 2002; Karreman, 2002) . However, some commonality exists due to the fact that professional training usually follows a prescribed programme of professional education, some form of work experience and a formal final examination of professional competence (Karreman, 2002) . Thereafter, differences in the provision of classes, length of work experience and assessment strategies are apparent (Lines and Gammie, 2004) .
One major area of difference relates to the determination or assessment of competence in the workplace. Assessing whether individuals are competent involves collecting evidence and making judgements based on performance criteria under conditions as realistic as possible (Jessup, 1991) . The majority of institutions simply recognise 'appropriate' work experience if a potential member undertakes work in particular areas under the supervision of a qualified member, with no systematic approach to the assessment of these skills (Hyland and Johnson, 1998; Karreman, 2002) . Therefore, despite the recommendation of IFAC in IES 5 (IFAC, 2003a ) that some competences are likely to be more easily acquired through practical experience and that member bodies must have in place assessment procedures to ensure that candidates are appropriately qualified, (IES6, IFAC, 2003a) , very few bodies attempt to assess competence in the workplace. The Institute of Chartered Accountants of Scotland (ICAS) and the Institute of Chartered Accountants of New Zealand (ICANZ) are arguably leading the field in this area (Lines and Gammie, 2004 ).
An issue for programmes of professional accountancy training is the diversity of work experience that potential members may undertake during their period of training. This diversity is evidenced from an inter-institution perspective, whereby a potential member may obtain all their work experience with a management accounting environment with a body such as the Chartered Institute of Management Accountants (CIMA) or within a professional accountancy office environment regulated by a body such as ICAS. However, there may also be intra-institutional diversity. Candidates training with ICAS, for example, can either train with a small firm (1-3 partners), medium firm (4-10 partners), large firm (11+ partners), multinational accountancy firm (Big 4) or a Training Outwith Public Practice (TOPPS) employer, with each category offering different work experiences.
Notwithstanding these variations in the available work experience available to potential members of professional accountancy institutes, educationalists support the notion that performance measurements based on direct observation within the workplace are better at measuring vocational skills than traditional paper based examinations (Curry, 1995; Wolf, 1995; French and Coppage, 2000; Stolowy, 2005) .
Hence work based assessment is more valid in the determination of competency to practice as a professional (Eraut, 1994; Beitler, 1999a; Illott and Murphy, 1999; Lines and Gammie, 2004) .
Thus, greater emphasis is being placed on the role of practical work experience in the education and training of professional accountants, and irrespective of any associated difficulties, professional accountancy bodies need to consider both implementing and assessing work-experience in the training of their members.
This paper reviews the development of a competency based approach to work based assessment within ICAS. It outlines the main changes which have occurred since the introduction of a competency-based approach to work experience in 1999, reports on an internal review of the system undertaken within ICAS in 2004/05 and highlights the changes that ICAS made to its competency based approach following the review. Such a comprehensive review of a professional body's work experience requirements and associated assessment should offer new insights into the issues inherent in competence-based approaches from their application first-hand and provide other professional bodies with valuable material from which to implement their own method of developing and assessing competence in the workplace.
The paper will discuss the extant literature, before outlining the development of the competency-based approach at ICAS. The method of collecting data used in the ICAS internal review is then outlined, before the analysis is presented and the resulting changes to the system highlighted. The paper will conclude with recommendations of pertinence to all professional accountancy bodies.
Literature review
Introduction
Prior to the introduction of National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) in the United Kingdom in the early 1980s, learning was only recognised when it took place in a formal educational setting and assessed in a traditional manner (Thomson, 1995) .
Despite this competency approach being deemed relevant for further investigation by all of the major accountancy bodies in the UK in the early 1990s, only the Association of Accounting Technicians adopted the formal NVQ route. The other UK bodies, in line with many educationalists, questioned the applicability of such an approach at the professional level (Eraut, 1994; Hyland and Johnson, 1998; Purcell, 2001; Hagar and Gonczi, 2002) but responded in part by independently defining their own standards of professional competence (Thomson, 1995) .
In the context of professional accountancy training, competence is defined as 'being able to perform a work role to a defined standard with reference to real working environments ' (IFAC, 2003b, p.12) and hence links educational goals with professional practice (Boritz and Carnaghan, 2003) . Thus, a competency framework should ensure that newly qualified accountants can perform the tasks expected of them in practice to a certain standard and accordingly 'are competent to work as professional accountants and to offer their services to the public' (IFAC, 2003b, p8) .
Identification of competences
The starting point for a competency framework is the identification of competences, in particular the determination of the functions and skills that the newly qualified accountant may be expected to demonstrate (IFAC, 2003b) . Thus competences have their origins in practice as opposed to their source being an academic one (Garnet, 1997; Raelin, 2000) .
This can, however, raise issues as competence standards may be 'limited by what practice is, rather than what it ought to be' (Boritz and Carnaghan, 2003, p28) .
Hence it is insufficient to define competence solely from observing the work newly qualified accountants perform today. Competence standards should also consider what accountants are expected to do in the future (AICPA, 1998; IFAC, 2003b) . This requires considerable investment in understanding the nature of standards and ensuring they capture the essence of what is intended (Mitchell, 1990) . Hence sufficient resource to effectively carry out the task must be available, which has not always been present in the professional arena (Pottinger, 1980) .
Functional analysis versus capability approaches
The next stage in developing a competency framework is to convert the identified skills and functions into statements of competence, which ultimately form the accounting curriculum. It is this stage, which seems to result in the many variations of competency models, (Hyland, 1994; Hagar and Gonczi, 2002; Boritz and Carnaghan, 2003) although there are essentially two extremes: the functional analysis method and the capability method.
The 'functional analysis' method (or 'output' approach) is a behavioural method, which describes work place tasks (Hyland, 1994; McLagan, 1997 (Boritz and Carnaghan, 2003, p.4) . Functional analysis categorises the work accountants perform into key areas (or roles), which are progressively broken down into units and elements and tend to describe behaviours, outcomes or actions using active verbs and objects (IFAC, 2003b) . Performance criteria are also specified for each element. This facilitates the assessment of competence by providing guidance on what behaviours are required to be demonstrated before a candidate can claim to be competent. However, critics of this approach suggest that it can become overly complicated with excessive detail (Eraut, 1994) and that the reductionalist process of breaking competences down into separate tasks and outcomes may distort the original competency (Monjan and Gassner, 1979; Houston, 1985) . In addition, by only describing observable tasks, personal qualities are ignored. This may diminish the importance of personal skills which are an essential part of professional development. The functional approach also fails to capture the richness of many occupations which have become professions as a consequence of the cognitive processes of arriving at decisions. Finally, there is the issue of 'transferability'.
Whilst functional analysis provides evidence of capability, this is context specific and there is therefore a danger that the newly qualified cannot adapt their skills to accomplish similar tasks.
The 'capabilities' method (or 'input' approach) outlines the characteristics of the people doing the work and considers what inputs are required to enable the task performance expected of a newly qualified accountant (Eraut, 1994; Boritz and Carnaghan, 2003) . This approach attempts to capture the cognitive processes and personal qualities of the trainee accountant as opposed to confirming the ability to carryout certain tasks. However, whilst the capabilities approach is meant to overcome the problem of transferability, Illott and Murphy (1999) question whether individuals can transfer expertise from one context to another. Thus, there is the risk that a student may not be able to perform a task that requires co-ordination of a number of different capabilities. This makes the assessment of capabilities more difficult as they should be assessed collectively. This assessment issue is compounded by the difficulty of assessing thought processes as opposed to task completion.
Competency models currently in operation tend to adopt characteristics of both the functional analysis and capabilities approach, with competences being defined in terms of outcomes, knowledge, skills, attitudes and cognitive abilities (Boritz and Carnaghan, 2003) . These hybrid competence approaches have evolved due to the limitations with adopting either a purely functional approach or a purely capabilities approach.
The issues surrounding assessment
The rationale for assessment The next step in the process should be to assess the defined competences in order to support and thus enhance learning. Assessment probably has a greater influence on how and what students learn than any other single factor (Boud, 1989) , as students consciously or subconsciously vary their attitudes and strategies of learning in order to cope with the assessment system (Harris and Bell, 1986) . Indeed, Tang (1994) suggested that among all the contextual factors such as ability, preferred learning style and teaching environment, assessment has the most powerful effect on the learning process. Accountancy examinations have been criticised in the literature for being synonymous with assessing the ability to succeed in 'examship' (Grey at al., 1997; Lines, 1999) rather than assessing an individual's competence to work as a qualified accountant. Hence the assessment instruments are not constructively aligned with the relevant competencies (Klemp, 1977; Biggs, 1987; Samson et al., 1984) and the profession faces a 'backwash effect 1 ' which will stifle innovation (French and Coppage, 2000) . Professional accountancy bodies should therefore consider incorporating some form of work based assessment into their overall assessment strategy (Lines and Gammie, 2004) , although unfortunately IFAC (2003b) fails to provide any direction as to how this may be achieved.
Assessment methods and sources of evidence
Whilst there are many sources of evidence which can be used to assess competence, Eraut (1994) differentiates between two types, performance and capability.
Performance evidence is linked to the functional approach and is obtained directly from the workplace. Capability evidence is described as 'evidence not directly derived from normal performance on-the-job' (Eraut, 1994, p.200 ) but which may provide evidence of a potential to perform. This capability evidence also allows assessment of cognitive processes, such as the thought process behind decisions.
However, Eraut (1994) stresses the importance of context for assessing capability. In particular, if the assessment context is widely different from the work context, it may not provide appropriate evidence of capability. This makes the design of assessment instruments particularly important. Eraut (1994) further articulates that in many cases, performance evidence collected via direct observation in the work-place may be the most valid method of assessing competence and sometimes, the only option. Indeed, this view is also supported by Boritz and Carnaghan (2003) who suggest that the work-place is the most appropriate forum for the assessment of competence. This is further articulated by Lines and Gammie (2004) who posit that many of the required competences identified by IFAC in their education standards (IFAC, 2003a ) cannot be effectively 1 The backwash effect of assessment suggests that the assessment drives both the teaching and learning, therefore if the assessment instruments remain very traditional then the teaching and learning processes will not develop. By changing the nature of assessment, teaching and learning can be moved in the direction perceived to be most appropriate.
assessed anywhere other than in the workplace. Hence professional bodies should consider work based assessment as part of their overall assessment strategy.
However, there is no support in the literature for professional accountancy bodies to adopt the NVQ system of competence whereby most of the evidence is a collection of performance evidence. Instead, it is recommended that the most effective way of assessing competence is by combining types of evidence (Eraut, 1994 ) in a portfolio type approach (Lines and Gammie, 2004 ) whereby a strong component of performance evidence, can be supplemented with capability evidence.
This provides professional accountancy bodies with the opportunity to assess the wide knowledge base required by the profession, without the requirement to find opportunities in the work place to assess this range of knowledge. However, the assessment of work based learning can be bedevilled with problems.
Competent or not
Assessment of competence tends to be a dichotomous issue of whether a candidate has the ability to perform work to a certain defined standard (IFAC, 2003b) and hence is either competent or not. This has resulted in a binary method of assessment.
Candidates are evaluated against either a checklist of detailed competences (Gonczi et al., 1990; Hyland, 1994; Wolf, 1995; Kerka, 1998) , often articulated as learning outcomes (Wolf, 1995) , or against performance criteria contained within a detailed competency map (Boritz and Carnaghan, 2003) . This mechanistic approach (Hamilton, 2005 ) suggests that only a minimum level of competence is required at a particular point in time (Hyland, 2004) . This method also concentrates on current skills achievement as opposed to developing capability for the future (Direick and Dochy, 2001; Hyland, 2004) and precludes the notion of excellence (Peak, 1995) . In addition, as very few students appear to fail assessments in a work based environment, the validity of this assessment technique within a professional context has been called into question (Illot and Murphy, 1999 ).
An alternative to this atomistic, binary method is a graduated scale of assessment where ability may range from novice to expert, with competent lying somewhere in between (Dreyfus and Dreyfus, 1986) . Indeed, Eraut (1994) suggests that any assessment system employed within a professional environment should encourage the development of expertise beyond the minimum requirement, as simply being competent may not be sufficient. Differing levels of competence would then require to be incorporated into the qualifying criteria.
The cost
Any assessment takes up a considerable amount of time, effort and resources by candidates, employers and the professional body with which the candidate is training (Crooks, 1988) . However, increasing commercialism within the professional accountancy environment (Willmott and Sikka, 1997) , may promote resource efficiency at the expense of educational effectiveness (Lines and Gammie, 2004) .
Therefore whilst work based assessment may be deemed to be educationally effective, it can be far more resource intensive than collecting capability evidence from a variety of traditional assessment instruments (Hyland, 1994; Illot and Murphy, 1999; Boritz and Carnaghan, 2003; Lines and Gammie, 2004) .
The assessor
The effectiveness of work place assessment clearly depends on the individuals who are performing the assessment. Frequent contact, relevant expertise and educational background, appropriate hierarchical proximity and adequate resource are all required to effectively discharge the assessment duties (Ashworth and Saxton, 1992) . The reliability of this work based assessment is frequently challenged (see for example, Mansfield, 1989; Hyland, 1994; Johnson, 1995; Wolf, 1995) on the grounds of the interpersonal process. For example, assessors naturally compare one student's ability with another (Ashworth and Saxton, 1992; Johnson, 1995) , prejudices and bias can be evident (Rowntree, 1987; Ashworth and Saxton, 1992; Messick, 1994) and task performance by a student may reflect the mentor's capabilities rather than their own (Eraut, 1994) . Another assessor related issue is in relation to the multiplicity of roles the assessor may undertake such as counsellor, collaborator and assessor (Boydell, 1986; Smyth, 1986; Wong and Wong, 1987; Hughes, 1999) . Not to mention that the assessor is also required to 'discharge conflicting responsibilities to ensure justice to the student, to maintain the value of the qualification and to fulfil the role in the vocational certification process which is entrusted to a profession by society ' (Illot and Murphy, 1999, p75) . Hence, any attempt to grade observations other than on a competent or not competent basis should be treated with caution due to the potential variability in mentor evaluation (Hyland, 1994) .
The environment
As discussed in the introduction, the environment in which the competences are developed and assessed vary significantly dependent on professional body and type of employing organisation within that particular body. This variation in work experience is further compounded by the reluctance on the part of training firms to allow trainee accountants to undertake certain tasks, particularly if they are unaided (Eraut, 1994) .
This is likely to lead to individual differences in the level of competence at specific tasks, which creates problems for the qualifying institution.
One method of ensuring that each trainee receives an appropriate level of work experience is through the development of learning contracts which are used to construct an individual's programme of learning (Brown and Knight, 1994; Rogers and Freiberg, 1994; Beitler, 1998 Beitler, , 1999a Beitler, , 1999b Goodwin and Forsyth, 2000) . This technique engages the learner as an active participant in the process of learning (Light and Cox, 2001) , which results in a move away from teacher directed to competence directed learning (Elshout-Mohr et al., 2002) . Indeed, ACCA has embraced this concept with the introduction of their Training Development Matrix which introduces a more target-driven approach requiring trainees to identify, along with their supervisor, performance objectives which they should be able to achieve at a given stage of their development (ACCA, 2006) .
A further complication arises when students have no control over the environment they find themselves working in and accordingly this may force the student to behave in a particular way which he/she wouldn't have done in a different context. Thus, is the behaviour driven by the person or the environment (Ashworth and Saxton, 1992) ? This results in the risk that students are being judged on events over which they have no responsibility and which have influenced their demonstration of a particular competence.
Summary
Given the increasing importance attached to assessing a wider range of skills and competences (IFAC, 2003b) , traditional methods of assessment which rely heavily on paper and pencil tests may not effectively assess the relevant competences required of a professionally qualified accountant in the 21 st century. If professional bodies rely on conventional examinations which tend to concentrate on theoretical knowledge to certify expertise, the assessment strategy may be highly suspect and lacking in face validity (Wolf, 1995) . However, developing and assessing a competency framework is not without its problems and professional accountancy bodies need to share their experiences in order that the determination of competency to practice shifts from a quantification score to a portrayal of competence (Birenbaum, 1996) .
The ICAS approach to the education and assessment of trainee accountants
In order to gain admission to ICAS (the 'Institute'), trainee chartered accountants ('CA Students') are required to pass three levels of professional examinations 2 as well as successfully complete a three year training contract with an approved training organisation (ATO) 3 . ATOs are predominantly accountancy firms, but as mentioned previously, there are also a growing number of students who will train outside of public practice. In order to qualify, CA Students are required to pass all the relevant examinations and meet the Institute's work experience requirements.
Initially, candidates were deemed to meet the Institute's work experience requirements through the completion of a Log Book which was a descriptive record of practical experience outlining the type of work performed, including for example, a description of the industry, the client and the area of work the student was involved with. In addition to the descriptive record, students were required to undertake a minimum number of days in accounting, auditing and one other technical discipline, 
The development of the competency framework until 2004
In 1999, following an Education Review by ICAS (Gammie et al., 1995) , it was decided that the descriptive Log Book did not capture and record the work experience of the students in a concise manner. In particular, it did not allow effective assessment of whether a student was in fact competent. Thus, the Institute moved in the direction of a competency model, deeming this the most effective way to move the training and education of its students forward and introduced the Achievement Log. Whilst CA Students were still required to record their number of days of work experience during their training contract, the emphasis shifted away from achieving a minimum number of days across certain technical areas to achieving a set number of competences in particular areas of work, which are now outlined within the Achievement Log.
The Achievement Log subsequently introduced in 1999 required CA Students to demonstrate competences in four prescribed areas, namely Accounting, Information Technology (IT), Communication skills and Personal skills. In addition to these core areas, further competences were required to be obtained in an optional area or areas, which were typically audit, taxation or corporate finance. In 2000, the concept of specialist competences was also introduced. The idea behind specialisms was for students to extend their knowledge in one key area as suggested by IFAC (2003b) and was the Institute's response to the options versus core debate which continually rumbles on the agenda of many professional accountancy institutes (see for example, Paisey and Paisey, 2006) . This requirement to display specialist competency within a particular area of work provided the opportunity for CA Students to be extended within their particular area of work experience and encouraged students and training firms to focus on where a student was developing a deeper knowledge. It was expected that these specialist competences would normally be achieved in the final year of the training contract.
The Achievement Log also offered further flexibility to students and training firms, in that if the competences initially identified by ICAS were not achievable by the student (due to their exposure to different work experiences), they could be substituted for suitable alternative competences 6 . By designing the Achievement Log in this way, the document was meant to reflect current work practices and students were expected to be competent at what their firms required them to do.
The Achievement Log represented a hybrid approach between the functional analysis and capabilities approaches. The functional approach was utilised for technical areas, such as accounting, IT, audit and taxation. These competences were stated as tasks and were described using active verbs and objects, in line with IFAC's (2003b) guidance. The capabilities approach was utilised for the softer skill competences (communication and personal skills). Competences were still stated using active verbs, but the competences themselves were more generic and referred to personal qualities and the inputs required to enable task performance (Eraut, 1994) .
The assessment of competency
The responsibility for completing the Achievement Log rested with the student, who ticked the relevant competency when they considered it had been achieved. Thus the Achievement Log adopted the binary method of assessment. Students were encouraged to complete the Achievement Log on a regular basis, for example at the same time as completing timesheets or staff appraisals. There was an additional requirement for each competency achievement to be dated and an internal reference provided, which was typically a client code or project code, thus facilitating either an internal or ICAS review to ensure that the competency had in fact been achieved. The Counselling Members are required to be members of the Institute and must be qualified for at least three years. The Training Principal is primarily responsible for the organisation of student training and now may not necessarily be an ICAS member (ICAS, CA Student Guide, 8 th edition). These different roles were introduced by ICAS to accommodate firms who wished to train students but did not necessarily have an ICAS qualified member directly involved with the CA Student. Prior to the introduction of these two roles, Training Principals had sole responsibility for the students. 8 The Reviewer position tends to be filled by a manager or another senior staff member, who may have more daily contact with the student. Thus in the case of large training firms, where one Counselling Member may have responsibility for many students, often the Achievement Logs are reviewed and signed firstly by the Reviewer and then countersigned by the Counselling Member or Training Principal. 9 At the time of writing, the Institute reviews a sample of first year students' logs, all second year students' logs and all logs will be reviewed at the end of the training contract period. 10 Before this status is granted, a review is undertaken by ICAS to ensure that the office complies with all the ICAS requirements. document highlighted the broader skill needs of members and that consideration be given to the balance between assurance and business/management competencies. The Education Department of the Institute was thus tasked with reviewing the balance in the education programme and assessment model between business training and training for audit with the primary focus on the Achievement Log. The Education Department subsequently undertook some research to achieve this aim. these further issues and presented a revised Achievement Log to SEC in July 2005, which was subsequently accepted and introduced for the 2005/06 intake of students.
The following section draws on each of these three strands of data collection.
It highlights the main findings from the research undertaken and charts how these findings influenced changes to the Achievement Log. Thus it discusses some of the practical issues inherent in the application of a competency-based approach to the assessment of work experience and outlines the changes that have been made to the Achievement Log in response to the issues identified 14 .
. Those areas that may remain as areas for concern to the Institute are also highlighted.
The issues encountered by the application of a competence-based approach to the assessment of work experience
The relevance of the identified competences
The introduction to this paper highlighted the potential problem that the intrainstitutional diversity in work experience could present in the determination and assessment of competences across a generic qualification. In particular, the Institute had set itself the challenge of prescribing mandatory competences in such an environment where diversity of work experience is only likely to increase 15 , although there was the opportunity for prescribed competences to be replaced where the work experience did not allow students the opportunity to develop the particular prescribed competency set. Following the review, the Institute amended the more generic competences in an effort to make them more relevant and challenging. The main changes are tabled at Appendix 1.
Specialist competences
There is great debate within professional accountancy institutes about specialisms and their place in the curricula 20 (Paisey and Paisey, 2006) , with many institutes taking the view that students should concentrate on core areas during their training and specialise post-qualification. This proposition was supported by some of the training principals from the view point of specialist competences with comments such as: The revised Achievement Log therefore maintained the role of specialist competences as the Institute was of the view that the work-place was an appropriate forum in which to develop specialist skills, particularly towards the end of the training contract.
The assessment of competence
Competent or not
Despite criticisms in the literature about using a binary approach to determine competency (Eraut, 1994; Illot and Murphy, 1999; Hyland, 2004; Peak, 1995; Hamilton, 2005) , the Institute's Achievement Log followed a binary approach to assessment, whereby CA Students were simply required to tick off, as and when, they had achieved a particular competence. Criticisms of the binary approach are particularly relevant for specialist competences, given their advanced nature, whereby assessment of different levels of competence may be more appropriate, perhaps similar to the levels used by the Canadian Institute of Chartered Accountants (2006) 21 .
Whilst this particular approach did not evoke criticism from the Training Principals, comments received did reflect the potential confusion between the Achievement Log as an assessment tool and the Achievement Log as a recording tool: However, without some system of assessment, if the Achievement Log was simply to act as a record of work experience throughout the training period, the importance of the Achievement Log was likely to diminish (Boud, 1989; Tang, 1994; French and Coppage, 2000; Lines and Gammie, 2004) . Thus, it is likely that CA Students would not realise the importance of the skills learned through their work experience and firms may not appreciate the role they have to provide their CA Students with the appropriate work experience. Thus, it was decided that the binary system would remain.
This binary system still, however, poses three challenges for the Institute. The first issue is the implication that when a competency has been ticked, this means the student has achieved that competency to the required standard and does not need to re-demonstrate the competency in subsequent periods. This results in a risk that a CA Student may not in fact be competent at the point of entry. The evidence from a review of the Achievement Logs suggested that there was considerable variation between training firms in terms of when competences were ticked. In some cases, the majority of competences were ticked as achieved within the first year of the training contract and in other cases, the majority were not achieved until towards the end of The second issue is the fact that the binary system of achievement is also entirely inconsistent with the concept of continuing professional development (CPD).
After qualification, CAs are required to ensure their knowledge and skills are kept up to date by engaging in continuing professional development activities (IFAC, 2004a) . Therefore the amended Achievement Log introduced a 'reflective statement' which required students to comment on their development to date. The purpose of this statement was to allow students to reflect on their training to date and consider those areas where they have developed skills and any areas that require further skill development. It also provided a forum for students to discuss any ethical issues they had encountered and how these were managed.
The assessor
The Institute's approach to assessing student competence is effectively outsourced to the ATOs, however, the Achievement Log is initially completed by the student and then reviewed (assessed) by the Counselling Member or Training Principal. Whilst the literature has focused on the employer's review and assessment of competence, the Institute's approach for Achievement Log completion is for students to self-assess their achievement of the relevant competence. The ability of students to self-assess their competence at the appropriate level appeared to be a concern of some Training
Principals as echoed in these responses: It would therefore appear that some of the Training Principals were calling into question a student's ability to determine whether or not they have achieved a relevant competency and this was further complicated by the system of internal hierarchical review, whereby a number of issues were evident.
First, the hierarchical proximity of the supervisor to the student (Ashworth and Saxton, 1992) This lack of guidance, both at the student level and also the assessor level has partially been addressed by the provision of additional guidance provided to CA Students and ATOs subsequent to the publication of the revised Achievement Log, particularly in relation to some of the softer skill competences. Illustrations and exemplars are now provided to both students and ATOs. The Institute also provides presentations to students to assist with completion of the Achievement Log. However, there is scope for further development and the Institute is currently looking for training to take place within ATOs.
The final assessment rests with the Institute, whereby all Achievement Logs are reviewed and ratified. No changes were proposed to this system. However, as the Institute reviewers simply follow a checklist approach to reviewing Achievement Logs, which concentrates on the identification of missing signatures, dates, internal references and other administrative errors, as opposed to ensuring that consistent and appropriate standards are applied across the variety of work experiences that CA Students encounter, this is also an area for improvement.
Conclusions and recommendations
This paper has outlined the competency approach to assessing work experience adopted by ICAS through the process of an Achievement Log. It has then discussed the findings of an internal review, within the context of issues raised by the educational literature on competency based assessment, which resulted in an amended Achievement Log being introduced in 2005 by ICAS. By recounting a professional institute's experience, the paper has highlighted several areas that need to be considered by professional bodies when developing their own system of competency based assessment, which will now be further articulated. should work experience still be a part of the qualification process but not necessarily assessed, thereby giving training firms the authority to set training programs independently? Given that assessment has the most powerful effect on learning processes, work experience should be formally assessed as part of the qualification process. Professional bodies must therefore be prepared to set work experience requirements and then put in place mechanisms for ensuring these are met and
properly assessed. Clearly this will be a challenge for the professional bodies in view of training firms' preference to set their own training programs for students based on client work. ICAS has been successful in maintaining work experience requirements in the face of considerable pressure from training firms to allow them more flexibility.
Following on from this, professional bodies should also be prepared to prescribe mandatory competences to ensure a core set of skills in all newly qualified accountants. ICAS has effectively managed this through its four core competence areas. The prescription of mandatory competences does however need to take into consideration intra-institutional diversity. Whilst the more generic competences
should not present problems for achievement, the research has highlighted potential problems with the achievement of technical competences, such as accounting.
Professional bodies adopting this approach should therefore be clear about their The Scottish Institute has certainly been innovative in its approach and taken considerable steps forward with its Achievement Log, which other professional bodies could learn from. However, to be successful, work place assessment of competence requires the professional body to fully embrace this approach and provide the support infrastructure to enable training firms and students to implement it successfully in practice.
In the absence of a detailed competency map, the risk is inconsistency of assessment between students and between firms and not assessing to the correct standard. If professional bodies chose not to develop a competency map, which are also open to criticism in the literature for being overly mechanistic, there must be other mechanisms in place to assist with assessment.
This research has highlighted the need for professional bodies to be proactive in providing guidance to students and assessors on the definition of competence and how to assess competence. There should be regular communication between and training of assessors to ensure proper application of any competency framework. It is the responsibility of the professional body to provide these discussion forums and to establish regular and constructive communication between the Institute and the work place assessors. In this way, experiences can be shared and best practice established on how to assess competence. It would also provide a forum to discuss the problems associated with work place assessment. Assessors should also be required to provide written comments in the competency record on student development, which the professional body can then monitor.
Professional bodies should consider offering additional guidance to new training firms as they may lack the experience necessary to assess competence. This guidance may take the form of regular visits to the training office and discussion with assessors on what the professional body expects and also reviewing students' Achievement Logs with assessors to discuss the basis for ticking a competency. This may involve looking at the actual work the student performed and looking at internal appraisal forms.
It is also essential for the professional body to have an understanding of the review process that has been carried out by training firms and for the professional body to form an assessment of this process. One approach, would be for ICAS to undertake visits to training organisations and check the competences achieved against the internal work references provided.
Students should also be required to keep a separate record of jobs where they have worked on a particular competence but not yet achieved it to the required standard. One of the Big 4 accountancy firms has developed an effective way of doing this: they incorporate ICAS competences into their firm appraisals. This is highly effective as it provides a trail back through the development of competence from different work based tasks.
Finally, students and training firms should be required to continually reassess competences during the training contract. Where a student is no longer competent, they should be provided with work experience suitable to re-obtain competence or consideration should be given as to whether the student has achieved alternative competences that may be added to the Achievement Log to meet the minimum requirements.
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